The News Business 


On Questioning the President 

j'rv'' L By John Osborne 

' if: 

Readers say in letters that they are var- 
iously shocked, angered, horrified, insulted, 
devastated, dismayed and appalled by itty 
confession in The New Republic of Sept. 9 
that I stood within 10 feet of President 
Nixon at a press conference in California 
and didn’t even try to ask him a simple and 
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obvious question about the bugging of the 
Democratic Party’s Washington headquar- 
ters. The complainants raise a subject that 
other people including Sen. McGovern, Pres- 
ident Nixon and David Broder, a political re- 
porter and columnist for The Washington 
Post, have also raised. The subject is the na- 
ture of the responsibility of reporters who 
specialize in the coverage of Richard Nixon 
now that he is both an incumbent President 
and a candidate for re-election. 

Sen. McGovern says that reporters should 
be telling the country that the President 
hides from public debate, lies to handpicked 
crowds, and refuses to hold press confer- 
ences and answer questions that should be 
put to him and answered. Mr. Nixon says in 
effect that reporters should recognize the 
justice of his claim that at this state of the 
1972 campaign his first responsibility is to 
do his job as President of the United 'States 
and accept without cavil his statement that 
“I shall campaign only when I conclude it 
will not interfere with doing the job the peo- 
ple elected me to do.” David Broder, one of 
the best political reporters in the business, 
writes that “the Nixon entourage seems to 
be stifling the kind of dialogue that has in 
the past been thought to be the heart of a 
presidential campaign” and argues that “the 
press of the country ought to be calling Mr. 
Nixon on this — not for George McGovern’s 
sake but for the sake of its own tattered rep- 
utation and for the public which it presumes 
to serve.” 

Herewith, in -the faint hope that I won’t 
seem to be unbearably defensive and pomp- 
ous, I set forth my conception of the report- 
er’s responsibility as it applies to me and de- 
scribe my way of trying to meet it. My text 
is a portion of a letter from a reader in 
Freeport, N.Y. The reader didn’t answer his 
telephone when he was called several times 
to ask permission to use his name and he 
therefore is quoted without further identifi- 
cation. He writes: 

“I am in no position to look into President 
Nixon’s eyes and ask him to explain the con- 
tradictory statements and conduct that flow 
from his administration of our government. 
But you are. I am in no position to question 
Vice President Agnew when he censures the 
patriotism of those who disagree with Mr. 
Nixon’s handling of the Vietnam war. But 
you are. These men, and their peers, should 
be pushed up any available wall to defend 
openly and honestly their policies, foreign 


and domestic. They should be asked ai)d 
asked and asked by reporters such as your- 
self until some measure of truth begins to 
creep out. I am anxious to know why so 
many good reporters, who face President 
Nixon and his workers every day, are intimi- 
dated by the man and what he stands for, Is 
he so awesome that he is beyond question? 
Why were you, Mr. Osborne, afraid to ask 
that simple and obvious question of Mr. 
Nixon?” 

WELL, HELL’S FIRE, I wasn’t afraid to 
ask the question. Respect for the presidency 
and a sense of the futility of trying to make 
this President say anything he doesn’t want 
to say do have the mesmerizing effect noted 
in my California report. But that is not in- 
timidation. Asking public questions at public 
press conferences just isn’t my way of re- 
porting. I occasionally throw a question at 
the President’s press secretary, Ronald Zie- 
gler, at his regular White. House briefings, 
and it may be said with confidence that Ziet- 
gler rarely enjoys the questions. I recall 
three occasions when I tried to catch the 
President’s eye and be recognized for a 
question at some of the 28 press conferences 
he has held to date. Recognition isn’t easy to 
get in that mob of reporters: I didn’t try 
very hard; and I doubt that the President 
even knew I was trying. 

I didn’t try very hard for two reasons. 
They are that 1 prefer to do my serious 
questioning in private, with the various 
Nixon assistants who grant me audience now 
and then and that I hold public press confer- 
ences in very low esteem. 

The reader whom I have quoted is the vie- 



V^ri°hv a th? nlm0n - illusion - which is culti- 
vated by the press in general and by most of 

toy colleagues. The illusion is that pre™ con 
ferences especially when they are con- 
ducted by so skillful an operator as Mr 
Nixon? are really useful instruments of pub- 
lic information. They seldom are. Mr. Nixon 
has said several times that he regards the 
^ess conference as merely one means of 
communication with the puhlic and that he 
J.“ a nght f t0 choose it or any of his other 
means— statements, speeches, etc. — for com- 
munication. I concede him that right and ex- 
fr'onf ih iy £ ig ht tb draw certain conclusions 
f ™ tbe o fact t i lat he has chosen to hold 
fewer press conferences than any of his re- 
cent predecessors. 

si,wn 0 il ny C0 u Clusi0ns ’ which will be con- 
th it tL p reSy , by ™ ost ot her reporters, is 
that the President does himself a disservice 
and does the country a service in holding so 
Pr e ?s conferences. He would be worse 

H7^f^ h u C0Untry vvould be better off if he 
■ n 5 hold any press conferences. My rea- 

that Mr M binking tbis ’ alread y indicated, is 
that Mr. Nixon is altogether too good for the 

™^ n °, n g00d , at Press conferences to 

ble heht hl He e i f hlS poUcies in a favora- 
ble light. He has been embarrassed at times 

DTetemls hard Questions that he 

pretends to like and actually detests He 

dr ‘ ven t0 a few admissions of 
S that he didnt want to make. But I 
don t recall, and I don’t find in a review of 
his conference transcripts, a single instance 
lf”? eful revelation that wasn’t already 
available or didn t soon become available in 
other parts of the Nixon record. A demon 
o fact 1S that the hard questions do the 
, n , ( f sid ® nt , m ore good than harm when they 
5 e f ke<l at televised press conferences 

mailS rep ? rters ’ who get much more 
mm 1 than writing reporters do, are deluged 

M+ h ivr etterS . hostde to them and friendly to 
nfn’tiw 011 When tbey question him in a fash- 
oi ba seems to many viewers to be disre- 
spectful of the Presidency. The President’s 
success in using press conferences for his 
own ends is one of the reasons, I am con- 
vinced for his lead over Sen. McGovern in 

mended ml P ° I1S \ This thought is com- 
mended to the senator, with the suggestion 

hold ™ abandon his call upon Mr. Nixon to 
more Press conferences. A suddenly 
r a , led ^ essl0n in the President’s office on 
Get. 5, his second press conference since he 

So^rs. did him n ° ha ™ and 


1 SHOULD CONFESS at this point that 
my purpose in life is not to drive Mr Nixon 
up the wall that my complainfng readers 
want to see him pasted to. Myp£p 0 Zte[o 
convey as clear a portrayal of him and his 

nnr£f S , aS „ Iam capable of conveying if the 
dm m y 1 dnves him up the wall which I 
/doub ‘’ 80 be h. For me, There are two ways 
of accomplishing the purpose. Neither of 

SS 2 in Plt nSbh> t0 n gh questions at the Pres 
rnent in public. One way the President 

b t ng unavailable to the likes of me for pr” 

yate questioning, is to work hard at extract 

can fromT 5 in l° rmation and impressions I 
can from his phenomenally loyal and can- 
tiops assistants and from other officials The 
other way is to search. Mr. Nixon’s cons d 
ered statements, the kind he makes without 
reportonal prodding, for the substance of 
is policies and the volunteered reflection 
of his attitudes that they provide I find in 

them very few of the Ls tS %e? Me 

them r m aCCUSeS him of teIling - 1 do find in 

IroLr Dy inconsistencies, evasions and ex- 
trust ^ C d US , e for susta ined dis- 

8nd a g00d deaI tba t has to be ad- 

,°f th f u qualities t0 b e found and docu- 
hlnnd 6 d ln t ? em 1S the President’s talent for 
bland deception of his audiences. In Los An- 
geles on Sept. 27, at a fund-raiser that pro- 
duced the record sum of $1 755 000 for his 
campaign, the President said: “ iTas nrond 

at the rlt t0 f* ay ’ in add ressing 124 nations 
at the International Monetary Fund meeting 

L ra hl T n T gt0n) on Monday of thta week 

that the United States of America at thfs’ 
bad the lowest rate of inflation the 
highest rate of growth, the highest real in-' 
Mr me \r f 3ny “dustrial nation in the world ” 
Mr__ Nixon said nothing of the kind at the 
MF meeting, where he knew his hearers 

stofwl h s e ‘‘wl S I hat he said ° n 

. are now experiencing one of 
the lowest rates of inflation, one of the high- 

dustrta? 8 n a) fn e n I ’ e p n0m ^ grOWth ' of anyin- 
uusinai nation. Compare the statement 

and think about them. Thatis what I try to 



